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. AS2IN RFLEASES INDOCHINA STUDY

WASHINGTON, D.C. -~ When China attacked Vietnam last month, the United States
had knovn of the possibility for more than six weels, RNep. Les Aspin'(D—wis.)
revealed today.

Hearings before the House Intellipgence Subcommittee o£’0versigpt, chaired by
Aspin, shoued that U.S. intelligence tracked Chinese and Vietnamese military deploy-
ments well before the fighting started in Indochina.

"But the intelligence community misinterpreted Vietnam's plans and did not
really believe Hanoi would try to swallow all of Cambodila,” Aspin said.

The Wisconsin Democrat today rzleased a study of the intelligence community’s
performance in the latest Indochina crisis. He said the mere fact that the community
was avare of the possibility of China attacking Vietnam six weeks in advance of the
fact was no mean feat.

Analysts received unusually few clues to the Chinese and Vietnanese military
build-ups. A knowledge of the two countries' military habits enabled the analysts
to evaluate the clues correctly.

The assessment of each nation's intentions was less accurate than the tracking
of military capabilities, Aspin noted. The crisis began last fall with Vietnam's
preparations for an attack on Cambodia (Kampuchea), then allied with Cbina.

Intelligence analysts kneu that Vietnam would attack Cambodia buz nisread the
scope of Vietnam's objectives there. They forascast that Vietnam would not attempt
to cccupy the whole country, which in fact the Vietnamese did do.

The misunderstanding of Vietnamese intentions prevented most analysts from
foreseeing the Chinese attack even earlier, Aspin saild. Chinese leadsrs had warned
that their retaliation would depend on how far Vietnam went in Cambodia. Thus most

analysts expected China's actions to be as restralned as the anticipated Vietnamese

" attack.
“Onece the Vietnamese attack wroved move Yar reaching rhan prodictad,” spin said,

“the analysts adjusted their forecasts of the Chinese reaction. They also

spotted China's buildup beginning in early Necember, *

Aspin noted that individeal analysts and the Strategic Yarning Stalf in the
Pentagon had understood Vizinam’'s dnteptions more accurataly than the community as
a vhole. !e sugrested that Admiral Stansfield Turner’s efforts as Director of
Central Intellipence to bring compatine views to the fore in intellisence renorts
should be broadenad. Thils would heln policy makers consider alzernatives to the
intcllieence agencies’ officinl forecasts.

The report follows-
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In the wake of the intelligence confusion over what was
haprening in Iran last year, it is reassuring to find that the
intelligence community did a far better, if still imﬁérfect
job, in its handling of the latest Indochina crisis.

The House Intelligence Subcommittee on 6versightfheld
several days of hearings in recent weeks probing the intelligence
community's performance. On the basis of those hearings, 1 reached

three conclusions:

1) Intelligence analysts did a good job of describing the
capabilities of Vietnamese, Chinese and Soviet forces, with the
result that policy makers understood the options open to

these countries well before the fighting started. This was

no mean feat. Information on military movements was
incomplete. Years of study of foreign military patterns paid
off by enabling analysts to recognize the meaning of fragments

of information.

2) Policy makers listened to the intelligence message.
They actively sought the intelligence community's views
through formal and informal channels. The latter were
particularly important, as formally coordinated documents

could not convey the diversity of intelligence analysts’

individual views.

3) The community experienced less success in early
agssessment of Vietnamese, Chinese and Soviet intentions.

The community underestimated the likelihood that Vietnam
intended to occupy all of Xampuchea {(Cambodia). Consequently
it doubted that Chira would .ttack Viecnam until the occu-
pation of Kampuchea and evidence of a Chinese buildup on
Vietnam's border indicated otherwise. The community

initially erageev.ved the likelihood of Soviet intervention.
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According to testimony from the Department of State and the
Department of Defense, the inteliligence community provided sufficlently
accurate, timely notice of lmpendlng Vietnamese and Chinese actions
that policy makers could prepare options and act in anticibation

of hostilities.

The Intelligence Record -

During the summer months of 1978, tenslions between China and
Vietnam rose over the 1ssue of ephnic Chinese refugees expelled fronm
Vietnam. Noting the absence of maln force unilts oh either side of the
Sino~Vietnam border, intelligence publications that conveyed the
coordinated view of the community saw little chance of hostilities.

The Strategic Warning Staff, jointly manned by CIA and the Defense
Intelligence Agency and housed in the Pentagon, took exception to the
general view that Sino-Vietnamese bostilitieswereunlikely. SWS analysts
foresaw as early as June 1978 a "military incident...[with] growing '
potential for escalation into a more serious conflict." This pre-
diction was borne out by a clash between Chinese and Vietnamese border
guards in August 1978.

Also during the summer, Vietnamese and Kampuchean forces were
continuing border fighting that dated back virtually to the establish-
ment of the Khmer Communist regime 1975. Intelligence collection and
analysis followed the fighting during the summer and also kept policy
makers aware of the gradual Vietnamese military build-up. Meanwhlle,
the intelligence community issued a memorandum on Vietnam's internal
political and economic situation; this study could have prompted
analysts to conclude that the intolerable draln on Vietnamese resources
of a continuing border war with Kampuchea might_impel Vietnam to try
" to oust the Pol Pot regime and bring the friction to a rapid end.

ifowever, the intelligence community's agreed opinion, formulated in a
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memorandum published in ilovember, but prenared during the preceding
months, held that Vietnam would not overrun all of Xampuchea.

iTost intelligence analysts nisinterpreted information they
received that Vietnam was sponsoring a Kampuchean resistance move-
ment to the Pol Pot regime. They considerad the resistance movement
an alternative to direct attack. They maintaiﬁed this perception des-
pite having assessed correctly that the guerrillas could not over-
throw the Pol Pot regime in the imrediate future and that Vietnam -
wanted to finish the regime soon. Again, SWS did better, perceiving
that it was '"difficult to believe that Hanoi has deployed [a large
forcel along the Zampuchean border if its objective is confined
to securing its border and stinmulating an insurgent novement inside
Kawpuchea.™

From a policy umaker's perspective, however, these failures
were rinor in comparison to the cormunity's success in following
Vietnamese military preparations. Because of this, policy makers
kinew that Vietnam plotted sore kind of military operations agalnst
Laiwpuchea, althou;;h they did not anticipate that Hanoi would push
all the way to the Thai border. And the policy maliers opposed any
nilitary action, wvhether it was a lirmited border campaiyn or an
all-out invasion. Despite conderning the Pol Pot regime's execrable
human rights record;, U.3. policy makers believed that a Vietnamese
invasion of lampuchea, vhatever its scale, would harmn the interests
of peace.

Chinese leaders said that the extent of Vietnam's assault on
[aippuchea would determine the extent of China's retaliation. Iatelli-
rence collectors gathered these statements and most intelligence ana-
lysts throughout the community understood their significance. Thus,

=hien Vietnan began an all-out push te occupy Kampueuca in Cecember,
Ty
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analysts and pollcy makers were prepared to adjust thelr view
of China's probable actions and to accept the increased prob-
abllity of an attack on Vietnam.

The timing of China's decision t6 assault Vietnam 1s
sti1ll unknown. Military movements to the border were first
observed in early December but they may not have ensued immedi-
ately after the declision, as the massive redeployment presumabiy
required advance planning. The declsion may also have been taken
in stages as internal Chinese politics strengthened the influence
of advocates of a hard line toward Vietnam. CIAvfollowed these
developments but did not integrate internal politics into its
printed assessments of the border confllict. China's leadership
politlics were an ingredient in SWS's more accurate forecasts.

Collectors and analysts relayed information about China's
buildup despite their uncertainty about decision making in
Peking. As collectors are responsible only for preliminary
evaluation of thelr reports, they passed the news of Chinese
redeployments first. The CIA analysts' warning had to await
sufficient information for a pattern to emerge, but nonetheless
by early January an Alert Memorandum was issued that concluded:
"The Chinese may choose to enginéér>a strong localized demon-
stration of Chinese power along the frontier," like the attack
on India in 1962. This judgment was a prescient forecast of
what China actually @d1d six weeks later, and up to the
attack CIA continued to reinforce 1t. Through informal chan-
nels, furthermore, some pulicy making staffs were already
aware of the Judgment days before its formal issuance. The
remoteness of the battle area made this achievement all the

more lmpressive.
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The community ha? trouble in assessing the likelihood of Soviet
involvement. It was first thousht that the Soviets might retaliate along
the Sino-Soviet border. SUS,'which had provided the earliest accurate
assessment of Chinese intentions, said that the Soviets "almost certainly
will attempt... counterpressures along the Sino-Soviet border." Later
the community recognized that the likelihiood of "Soviet intervention
would denend on the depth of China's penetration into Vietnam.

he early misreadin:: of Soviet intentions was not a critical fault.
Intelligence analysts had not so wedded themselves intellectually to
the predictions of Soviet involvement that they failed to notice the
signals of Soviet inaction. These were obtained from Soviet public
statements and other sources.
Concliusions

On the whole, the intelligence community served the nation vell
in the Indochina crisis. Its ability rapidly to observe, assess and
report military preparations informed policyvmakers of impending Vietnamese
Chinese and Soviet actions well in advance. The policy makers' active
efforts to find out what the intellicence community knew kept channels
of comrmunication open.

The exercise shows the particular importance of devoting resources
and taleant to the task, which may seem fruitless in the short run, of
c!eveIObinc basic kiowledge about potential crisis areas. It was the :
cormunity’s military expertise that made possible the reporting of:
the Vietnamese and Chinese buildups.

To fault the community for inability to ascertain political
intentions in comparison with its discernment of military capabilities
may be unfair, Capsbilities are easier to establish than intcntions.
While the intelligence agencies can and shauld inprovc their political
analysis, onc should not undervalue what they can do now. In a mili-
tary confrontation like China's with Victnen, gssessment of capabilities
is what the U.S. policy maker most nceds.

Somz intellipznce staffe and individunl aaalysts had an c¢arlier,
bottor fool for Chinese and Victnamese intentions than the coordinatced
interagency documents conveyed. As Dircctor of Central Intelligence,

f h o o 3 £ Atrine
Admiral Stansficld Turnor has cncouraged the nrescntation ol competing
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views in the texts of the warious interagency publicqtions, as

oppesed to the previous practice of relegating such views to foot-
notcs. The record on China's border war with Victnam supgests that
offorts to make differenccs of opinion inside the intelligence
coumunity known to policy malkers should be continued aqd strengthened.
This suggestion should not distract attention from thé recl serxrvices
performed by the intelligence comnunity during the rccent Indochinesc

crisis.

A
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